



THE GOLDEN SERPENTS. 


BY GEORGE G. J^ALL. 

Greaser Beans Gave the Prospectors a Tip 
Which Led to Something Unusually EKt;hing. 


f iVERAL years ago I was sent 
hy a syndicate of flastern cap¬ 
italists Lo look ewer a gold- 
mtiling conoKision. in tlie State 
of {)a;£aca, McJfico^ wMch lies 
toward tbe semi.Kem end of 
tiic land of tamales and tor- 
villuS- Tlie claim was in one of the foot- 
IlilEs of the Bierra Madre. about twenty 
miles east of a little town called OctoIan 
—a [loot collection of flea-bitten linte 
and liigb-flavored gretiseTS. 1 took witli 
me five men who could slifHit straight 
and stood for nothing chat wore hide or 
hair, because, for some reason or other, 
A ttWricdutH didnh stand at par in those 
par Is. 

made camp, and began tO' round 
up the necessary local help. At last we 
did manage to rope a cook and a sort of 
general help. The first was a queer 
little fellow, a new pattern of “greater” 
to me. lie ivas small, and had a head 
and face unlike any Me'sJean that 1 liai.1 
ever inct. That be wasn't pure MoKiCail 
1 was positis^e, and that lie wasn’t the 
usual half-breed 1 was dead cenafn. 
What he really was I couldn’t make 
out, and lie wouldit’l tell, although f 
tried more than once to drawf him out 
about himself- The most curious thing 
aboui. him was his high, sloping fore- 
liead, and nose shaped just like an eagle's 
lieak. He sometimes put on air£ like a 
prim a donlia, and served out ekife cam 
ajiiii? as if he w'as doing us a great favor. 
Deans, we called him, for hii=. real name 
ha<l live syllable-^ to start ivith and more 
Id follow. 

Out other helot, Jose, was ju^t liad 
half-breed. Like ali of his kind, he 
was a thief liy nature. He did general 
chorefi, carried instrnments, loafed when 


he could, and ate and slept most of the 
time. 

[Scans seemed to take a liking to me 
from tile start. His nvays of showing 
rhis were various, including queer hot 
hashes and soups that he had made for 
me only. When work was over for tlie 
day, the liitle chap would squat content¬ 
ed ty as clo^e to me as I'd let him, hud¬ 
dled up in his serape, and listen to yarns. 
The boys called him my '"pet monk.” 

iieans when he liked w'ould speak ™r- 
[jfisingly pure Spanish, altliouglj he had 
a fair smattering of good English. Once 
or twice, too, 1 overheard him crooning 
a kind of chant in a tongue that was new' 
to me. .y^’hen I asked him what it w'as, 
he shut lip hard and tight as a sun-dried 
steer hide. 

The bbyfi liked to have fun wiHi 
Beans in their own way, and .sometimes 
they’d go a trifle beyond. Then Beans 
won hi look appealingly at me—and Td 
usually call a halt; not exactly because 1 
was afraid he’d get hurt, but betiuise lic 
was a good cook and 1 didn’t want him 
to quit. He didn't know fliis, lioivever, 
and so would whisper liis thankk m his 
jiiUiiica) lingo and stick closer than ever. 

Between Jo^ and Beau'S there Wtui 
Idoody war all the time. The half- 
breed '^vas ever last lugly iryuig to raid the 
comraissariat department when Deans 
ivasn’t looking; and ivltcn Beans would 
gat wtse, he’d go for Jose like mad. 

One e\'CTiii!g, when dinncT \\'as over, 
while Beans was busy cleaning up in a. 
willfuv lean-to that served him as a 
kitchen and SLtoreroom, Jose, trying lo 
swipe some canoed stuff, wa^s pounced 
upon by the little cook. In an instant 
ihe pair— ■clawing, spitting and swearing 
—rolled out of tlu' Jean-to. 
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TJie moan was full —oue of those big 
Musican mooits tlmt makes the night al¬ 
most'as light as day. So ive foutd 
t-hc little tragedy quilL' plainly without 
ihe need of footlights. 

Suddenly Sea ns's single upper gar¬ 
ment—t'lC usual shirt-like affair of the 
poor Mexicans—was torn from tile neck 
down hy the infumted Jo&t, As the 
gai'inent parted, t saw iJtans^s hands re¬ 
lease their grip on the throat of his op¬ 
ponent and lly to Ids own tliroat, covering 
it and the uj^per part of his chest with 
a sort of desperate eagerness. 

As Itc did so, however. I caught sighi 
of something )''ellow hanging front his 
throatj over ■^vhich his hands SDapped 
and remained. Josc, like niyself, had 
evidently seen the tl'jiiig; and ^vliile^ with 
one hand, he tried to put Beans’s 
Adam's apple out of place, with the 
other l>e tugged away at the cook's hands,- 
cv'itltJUly witli the intention of getting 
at what w’as under them. 

At this point poor lleaiis gave a gurg-- 
ling cry for help, [-ukI I stopped the 
fight. JosS glared snllenly at me, and 
hesitated when I ordered him to release 
Beans and keep away from him, too. 
Then t lielp^ the little cliap to his feet. 
But his hands Trained as they were, 
and he hurried away to his lean-to, mut¬ 
tering. 

Beans didn't show up (hat night, con¬ 
trary to his usual euiitoin. Jos^- disap¬ 
peared socucwherc in the shaflows, and 
he, too, vvasj. invisible for tire rest nf the 
evening. As for ilie rest of us, we had 
liad a heavy day and a liearty meal, and 
we turned in somewhat earlier than usual. 

Judging by the position of the tuoon, 
it must have been about two o’clock i]i 
the morning when 1 wag .awakened by a 
shrill scream, followed by another, and 
yet another. Sw'ingiiig myaelf out of 
my hammock and taking iny gun from 
the icnt-po-le, I ran in the direction of 
the sounds. 

The moon threw the shadows of a 
clump of mesk^utt on Beans's lean-to : but 
in the midst of the darkness I could make 
out a confused, struggling mass, wddeh 
.separated itself as 1 came near into two 
men, one of wliom made tracks in a way 
tliat justified me in hlaeing aw’ay at him. 
At the third shot I heard a groan from 
the darkness, which told me that one of 


my bullets had found flesh. Tlteii I 
turned iiiy attention to the man stil] on 
the ground. It wa-S Ikans. 

By iltts rime the other boys were on 
hand; and we took Beans over to my 
tent, where we struck a light and looked 
him ovet. He w'as pretty badly done up. 
'J.'herc 'vcre kitifo-lnarkH over most of his 
face and chest, and front une ugly cut in 
the region of the rig'ia lung came little 
hubbies of blood. Beati-^ wag nearly 
all in. 

''Jose I" f cried, pointing to Ids 
wounds. 

■■ Sif siffdr/’' liE said WEakly, throwing 

up hU liand, 

" .Allen,” 1 said to my cliief assistant, 
“ I think I have plugged the half-breed 
out beyond the kitchen. Go look him 
up." 

And I'll get a rope,” said one of the 
others. 

Hcaus raised him self with an effort 
ami Ijeckoucd me to put my ear close 
to Ithn. 

He spoke to me in Spanish, Sen(?r "' 
he said, ask them all to go. I have 
something to tell you w'hich no other 
must hoai'.” 

'' Mean this, Beans?” I asked. 

Ht nodded, and replied slowly; "I 
go—Iteitce—pretty soon. 1 have no time 
lor much talk. Hasten; send them 
away.” 

I did go; and Beang, beiw'een hacking 
coughs due to his iujured lung, began r 

" How T came here, smor:^ it is no mat¬ 
ter. Who. I am, thoughj Concents w^hat 
I liave to tell you. Listen, I am a de- 
seen dan t of the Licas. There are few, 
very few of us left, and none of us are 
of pure blood. But, nevertheless, we 
have that about us which makes us dif- 
ferciJi fronj tliese —ibcso Mc.vitans,” 

He spoke the last word whli a sort of 
hitEerness and contempt, wliite his left 
hand seemed unconsciously to stray over 
his face and head, as if these could at¬ 
test that he was not of the race amid 
which he lived. You will ask why I 
am here—in (his region—or how I came 
here wlteii my pcopde, those who remain, 
are so diiitant? " 

.Although i( is not generally known, 
there still live in a radius of tliirty Or 
forty miles of the city of Mexico, a half 
dozen or so faintliea that claim descent 
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frrtii flit: 1 r]i;aHr TSieae peo.ple. are 
niiglitv modest about ibeir fuiccstors, and 
It is only when an outsider knows lltctn 
more or Ic^ii iotunat^ly, which is not 
often, that he gets an inkling of ttie fact 
that i)i thoir v^eins runs the ancient royal 
blue blood of an older race. You will 
undenstand, therefore, ivhal poor Uean^ 
meant when he said ihat he was- far from 
bis people, 

I wiped the blood from bis mouth, 
placed bim in as comfortable a position 
as I could, gave liiiri atiother nli'ink, and 
he continued; 

“ Yoti are learned, sefior. and, I hai-e 
no doubt, know as much about tlie past 
of our people'—the past that ivas beforij 
Spain destroyed them. When it tvas seen 
that destruction was sure, ecrtaiit of the 
priests—Uiey wlto guarded ihc treasures 
of out great temples — were given the 
golden serpents and told to hide them in 
a place known only to them and the ciiicf 
of the temples. 

The golden serpents I ^Vhat were 
they? 1 will tell you. 'rhe worshipers 
brought gold ill tliose days in abundance 
to tlie temples as olTei'ings to the prieita 
and for beautifying the high places. 

“ Much of tills gold w-as devoted to the 
gods-i and to them only. It w'iiS fash¬ 
ioned by skilled workmcti into serpents— 
beautiful, watchful — having crimson 
cyre-S, The Spaniards iverc many in rhe 
land, lying roundabout, watching lest 
any gold escape them, tilling, crucifying, 
and burning those who ran counter to 
their cupidity. 

When the priests drew near to the 
hiding-place, tliey found that some 
traitor had told of it. 'J'bey hastened 
to another hiding-place, but found the 
Spaniards awaiting them. 

" Then the priests sent back runners to 
the chief, asking ooimsel. Tlie chief nfc- 
plicd, saying: * Go far 50utliwar.ii, where 
tl)c curse of the Spairiard is yet unknown, 
and select a hiding - place. Tell none 
where tlie serpents lie hidden, save three, 
chosen by you. 

'' * Give each of these three one of the 
goldtni serpents to jarotoct them from the 
invaders. If a custodian of a serpent 
dile, he shall will the serpent in his 
charge to another, and so on through 
the ages, until the time for the annihila¬ 
tion of the invaders shall come/ 


“One of these serpents has bceti passed 
down to me/' 

Another fit of coughing seized Beaus, 
and I thought that he would breathe his 
last j but he rcvLVud, and, extending his 
loft hand, which all ibis tune bad re- 
maiiLciI tightly closed, opened it and 
sliowed uie a little pouch made of wliat 
was appareiiily golden scales. 

“ Gpen it, ssfior" lie gasped. 

I did so, and inside 1 saw t;ie ssiakcr 
which is now ori hiy fob^ and a small, 
tightly folded piece of w'bat appeared 
to be dccr.ikin. 

'* Enroll/' whispered Beans. I olicyed- 
Tiie skin was about six inches s(iuare, 
and on it was traced a rude map. 

“ The priests journeyed on and on,’' 
went on Btana feebly, '‘until they came 
10 a spot about five miles from where ^ve 
now are. I’he map Uills. 

'‘It was to get this map and the ser¬ 
pent that Jose stabbed me. Seel Here on 
tbo map. Co- east—to the river that wets 
tSie foot of the hill of two heads. x4nd 
thou shah cross tlie river beneath the 
sha-dow' of the heads. So, cllnibiug, thou 
shalt pass up to and between thent and 
descend to the other side, and tlicrc :re!>t, 

‘' And the morning following, rise be¬ 
fore the Sun shows above the hills across 
the valley, and watch. And presently 
ihou slialt see the rip of one rock on the 
farther side of the valley turn into blood 
beneath the suTL---one rock and no other. 
(jo thither—to the rock—and bchiod it. 
and hidden by it, thou shall hud a 
stream, because at the point of its issu¬ 
ance it falls into a basin studded with 
l.iobvied rock. 

'‘ It is known as Lbc Basin of the Spear 
Heads. Now, go up the stream'—a 
mile or more — until thou ccanest to 
Painted Rock on the nortb bank. And 
in the rock, and Indden, as i|. were, by a 
ruck door, is a Itole that leads into a cave 
—the dwelling-place of the serpents. 

“Take this, the snake lierc, with thee, 
placing it On thy breast, thus. When ]ny 
people ask, give tliem the gold that you 
find there—-they will—" 

Beans raised hijnself, touched my 
hands, cSiokcd, and fell back dead. 

J list as I laid the body of the poor 
little chap in m^' hammock, I heard a 
slight noise from the other side of the 
Jtetit, atid^ looking up, saw the face Of 
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Jose peering through] flap. He dis- 
Eippesired before I had a chanee to lake 
a shot ot biro j but, as I rlajjltcd toward 
him I Iteani the boys retorjiiK" the 
opposite direetioii. 

We pot fn an hour or two trying to 
round-up titat half-breed, liut were nn- 
succesAftiJ*. [ bad, though, an uneasy 
conviotion that Jose had o\tfheai'd some 
or all of Beanfe's talk about the serpents. 
Then r told the other!? what had hap¬ 
pened, and after a talk which lasted well 
on toward dawn, we turned in, deter¬ 
mined to test tlie truth of Beans^s story. 

It took ua nearly ihrct' days to locate 
the hill deficribed by Beans, and anotfier 
day in getting at the wliereabovns of the 
little stream. Painted Rock, and the cov¬ 
ered lioie. The stream was low at the 
time,, and we had no difficulty in wading 
to tvhere the tall rock, with its strata of 
brilliant color, Stood out boldly and 
abruptly iti the little cation lit rough which 
the water ran, 

Xfivr Lite rock, ibe stream cbaniiel 
droppetl a little, or rather, tiie root face 
retreated so as to leave a liort of rough 
pathway. Suddenly Jack WinJitead, one 
of our party, stopped and held up his 
hand warniiigly. Then he beckoned oie 
and pointed to soiuctliiog on the bank. 

I could See tjbihiug, 

'‘Somebody has becti bere before us/' 
be whispered. "See tbe signs?" 

1 looker! clo^itly, ami saw that "iVin- 
stcad’s keen eye had detected some 
bruised blades of grass, brokeai twdgs, 
and displaced pebble?. 

"Hold tlnj rest of the boys together 
while 1 look (his ihlitg over." He pro¬ 
ceeded cautiously to follow the path for 
a few Feet, nosb^g it like a hound that is 
on a hot scent. 

Then he returned to us, 

"Ti is an Injun that has been here; 
foot signj show that/' he niuttered. 
'‘ Judging bj' the looha of (bmga ahead, 
this is tliu only path to and from the 
hole," 

[ saw ivhat he meant, Beyond the 
rock ihi: patlt Ceased, and the cliff face 
extended indefinitely onward, the water 
w’ashing its foot as far as we could see, 
Who evtr went op there has not 
come hack," continued Winstead, " and 
the probability is that he is in ihe hole 
nrjw,“ 


MAN'S MAGAZINE. 

He loosened It is revolver from its 
luilster, the others fcdlowed suit, and 
tlitis; W'C Crept cautiously towarj] the hole, 
which was ftartly hidden liy a rcu'k frag¬ 
ment or floor and a growth of tail wctfb. 
As we drew near, we heard, rising above 
the rattle and ripple of the stream, a 
choking noise. 

Hoivei'er, there tv,asi rm >jtoppmg, and 
Sio I led the way. Not wiihoul an effort 
of will. I parted weeds in front of the 
mouth of the hole and looked in, 

! shall never forget the sight just in¬ 
side the enttancii. Joae was standing 
upright, his naturally swarthy face a liirty 
yellow with agony and fear, hk eyes pro- 
tradings his moutli open, from which were 
issuing the rattling screams that we had 
just heard. But abnut his body, ’and 
from bis ankles almost to his neck, was 
tWitied an emirmous snake, whose scales 
fibone with a kind of vivid yellow me¬ 
tallic glitter, such as I had never before 
seen on st replik. 

As f looked, Jnsc, with a final, des^ 
pairing effort, got the ibiug by its throat, 
SO as to prevent it from completing its 
iinal and fatal coil around his neck. So 
they .‘ftood, the frightful reptile iviih its 
moutfi tvide open, hissing and glaring 
into the eyes of the man. who in turn 
glared back at it with eves that were 
barely less horrihie than its own. 

Paralyzed at the siglu, none of us 
moved for a second or two. Then ’^Vin- 
stead drew his rtn'cilver. As he did so, 
Jose^-S arms relaxed, and like a fla.^h 
the Snake twisted itself around his throat. 
"We could see a ripple of muscular effort 
run tlirough ite body, Blood issued 
from the half-breed's moutli., nose, and 
eyes. There was a horrible crunching 
sound, and isnake and man fell to the 
ground, 

Ti\'e opened fire on the reptile, but, 
with mcredible swiftnes-s, it uncoiled it¬ 
self anti disappeared itj the irmer recesses 
of the little cavern, apparently unharmed, 
leaving the crushed body of its viciiin 
within a feiv feet of us. 

" What is the cursed thing, anyhow?" 
'\\'nisfcad whispered huskily, “ Tlie boas 
you get in the Brazils aod dowm around 
ihose parts dofr't couio so far north a.=t 
this. "I'hat snake, too, ain’t any kind 
that grows in Mexico." 

were silent at least a quarter of 
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an hour or so, each trying to think out 
the next thing to be done. One thing 
wds certain: ^\"e had to get the body of 
Jose out of the cave and give it decent 
burial. With the sweat of fear trick¬ 
ling dovi'ii us, we began oui unpleasant 
task. The lung oni; with the yellow 
scales we knew was soincwlicre hidden 
in the cavern. 

“ Well, hoys;'^ 1 said, when we had 
finished planting the unluckv man, 
“what next? 

'■ Back to eajtip fur minct" said Allen, 
who was asi vacillating a propositi on as 
ever looted through the sights of a Coll. 

1 allow I ain't a cravin' no more 
horrors.'* 

I w'as rousing glatl tltat the boj'S 
^'orciVt ardetit on going back to the cave, 
for my nerves were fwitteriog like a 
prairie-dogs’ parliament, 

So back to camp ive got. None of us 
could eat, and we turned in early. Also, 
ive turned out early, for that night the 
heavens opened and the ratu descended 
and the bottom fell out of a year-ahead 
supply of wind, thunder, and lightning, 
which we. caught all at or.ce. 

When the weather did let up, the first 
thing we did was to start for PiiinteiJ 
Rock. It took ns nearly thrcu days to 
reach our objective, tl^e delay being 
caused by the fact that a lot of usually 
insignificant creeks ■ and streams had 
sw-elled themseh^es up to an nnfordable 
stage. So we had to wait till thcyf shal¬ 
lowed Upr 

U'heii SVC finally fetched up to the 
fioint wliere our streams fell into the 
I idle of the Spear Heads, the latter was 
chock-full of debris. The bed of the 
stream, too, was pretty well chock-a- 
block with stuff that didn't belong there. 
The banks on either Side showed the 
height and the torrential force of the wa¬ 
ter during the storm. 

IVe found the mouth nf the liole packed 
tight w’hh a tangle of reeds, small trees^ 
and mud. ft took hours to blast the en¬ 
trance dear. L crawled inside. The 
others came behind, each with his Win¬ 
chester and a couple of l.ilasing candles. 

The cave rose abruptly right from the 
mouth of the hole, till we couldn't sec 
tlie roof. It ended a' abruptly in a flat 
rock face in which were I he three open- 
ingH, or fisdures, sE.'t or seven feet in 


height and about three feet in ividtti. 
Their floors sloped sharply downward, 
and their walls were curiously carved 
into all sorts af fantastic shapes, appar¬ 
ently by the aUiOTs of the water. 

Taking a candle from one of the men, 
I stepped inside the center opening. A 
sparkle came frotn beyond, ft was the 
reflection of the candle flame in a mir¬ 
ror of water neai' tny fret. 

.Alien, behind me, grunted, '' Plumb 
full of water. Nsi need of snakes to 
keep "hem other snakes safe," Ire said, and 
i^tepped back into the cuve. 

Winstead uncoiled a ligfit lariat from 
his shouldens, snared a rock in the loop 
and threw it into the blackness. Til ere 
was an echoing splash and the line drew 
tight, 

“ Eoysj” he said, ‘'there's twenty-five 
f(uTt of moistness in thccu depths below, 
and how many more feet is uncertain. 
The total width of this stray limb of river 
IS utrknown," 

It was Loo [roe. 'There was nothing 
to do but pack up and get back to camp 
to think the matter over and decide on 
imr future course. 

The motnirig following, three of us 
didn't get up to breakfast. We laid in 
our hammock and galjl.ded about Heaven 
knows what. We had wliat the Mexi¬ 
cans call " storm fever.” It'i? due to 
cold, exposure, and the miasma bi'Ctl of 
Wot and decaying vegetation. 

V'tll, there happened along another 
Yankee oulfii, bound for a ooitcession 
located noi far from ours. In this outfit 
was a doctor, and he gave nm the choice 
of dying or getting oiu of the region. 1 
chose the last. 

A year later, in Houston, Texas, I 
was thinking over the possibility of or¬ 
gan lifting an expedition to visit Painted 
Rock, when, to my surprise, 1 ran uiJ 
against Winstead. 

Winstead grin red as he -ihook my hand. 

L know that you'll ask particulars 
abonat that Painted Rock and them 
gnates,” lie said. “But they ain't no 
more." 

“ What I ” I criod. 

“ No]ie. The iiierra Mad res is al¬ 
ways uneasy in their iiinards, and a 
month or so afUx you left uft, tllCy kirnl 
of spa<mijd inu> our neighborhood, slia- 
k:i]^ the circumjacence to smithereens.'' 
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